
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Sunday closest to September 7

Proper 18

Year C

RCL

Jeremiah 18:1-11
Psalm 139:1-5, 12-17
Luke 14:25-33

Grant us, O Lord, to trust in you with all our hearts; 

for, as you always resist the proud who confide in their 

own strength, so you never forsake those who make 

their boast of your mercy; through Jesus Christ our 

Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy 

Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.

1



Jeremiah 18:1-11

The word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD: 

“Come, go down to the potter’s house, and there I will 

let you hear my words.” So I went down to the potter’s 

house, and there he was working at his wheel. The ves-

sel he was making of clay was spoiled in the potter’s 

hand, and he reworked it into another vessel, as seemed 

good to him.

Then the word of the LORD came to me: Can I not do 

with you, O house of Israel, just as this potter has done? 

Says the LORD. Just like the clay in the potter’s hand, 

so are you in my hand, O house of Israel. At one mo-

ment I may declare concerning a nation or a kingdom, 

that I will pluck up and break down and destroy it, but 

if that nation, concerning which I have spoken, turns 

from its evil, I will change my mind about the disaster 
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that I intended to bring on it. And at another moment I 

may declare concerning a nation or a kingdom that I 

will build and plant it, but if it does evil in my sight, not 

listening to my voice, then I will change my mind about 

the good that I had intended to do to it. Now, therefore, 

say to the people of Judah and the inhabitants of 

Jerusalem: Thus says the LORD: Look, I am a potter 

shaping evil against you and devising a plan against 

you. Turn now, all of you from your evil way, and 

amend your ways and your doings.
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Psalm 139:1-5, 12-17 Page 794, BCP

Domine, probasti

1 LORD, you have searched me out and known me; 
you know my sitting down and my rising up;
you discern my thoughts from afar.

2 You trace my journeys and my resting-places 
and are acquainted with all my ways.

3 Indeed, there is not a word on my lips, 
but you, O LORD, know it altogether.

4 You press upon me behind and before 
and lay your hand upon me.

5 Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; 
it is so high that I cannot attain to it.

12 For you yourself created my inmost parts; 
you knit me together in my mother's womb.

13 I will thank you because I am marvelously made; 
your works are wonderful, and I know it well.

14 My body was not hidden from you, 
while I was being made in secret
and woven in the depths of the earth.

15 Your eyes beheld my limbs, yet unfinished in the womb;
all of them were written in your book; 
they were fashioned day by day,
when as yet there was none of them.

16 How deep I find your thoughts, O God! 
how great is the sum of them!

17 If I were to count them, they would be more in number than the sand; 
to count them all, my life span would need to be like yours.
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Luke 14:25-33

Now large crowds were traveling with Jesus; and he 

turned and said to them, “Whoever comes to me and 

does not hate father and mother, wife and children, 

brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be 

my disciple. Whoever does not carry the cross and fol-

low me cannot be my disciple. For which of you, in-

tending to build a tower, does not first sit down and es-

timate the cost, to see whether he has enough to com-

plete it? Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and 

is not able to finish, all who see it will begin to ridicule 

him, saying, ‘This fellow began to build and was not 

able to finish.’ Or what king, going out to wage war 

against another king, will not sit down first and con-

sider whether he is able with ten thousand to oppose the 

one who comes against him with twenty thousand? If he 
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cannot, then, while the other is still far away, he sends a 

delegation and asks for the terms of peace. So therefore, 

none of you can become my disciple if you do not give 

up all your possessions.”
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SERMON

I had an interesting conversation with the Rev. Dr. 

Lon Oliver some time ago. Dr. Oliver is a modest man 

of very great knowledge and understanding. We were 

talking about the future of the church, and the struggle 

the contemporary church endures as we try to make the 

Gospel of Jesus Christ accessible to a population that 

often is unwilling to devote the necessary time to long-

term study, and relevant to a population that often can-

not  see  how  church  attendance  contributes  anything 

meaningful to their lives. I recall teaching a six week 

class  one  time  and  being  approached  by  one  of  the 

church members who told me that he really wanted to 

attend the class, but Wednesday was his golf day and 

would I move the class? I honestly do not think it ever 

crossed his mind to forgo golf for six Wednesdays. To 

many of our contemporaries, church attendance is only 
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one of many alternatives competing for our time. Jesus 

begs to disagree. 

“Whoever comes to me and does not hate father 
and mother, wife and children, brothers and sis-
ters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my dis-
ciple. Whoever does not carry the cross and fol-
low me cannot be my disciple.” 

No accommodation for golf dates. If we preached 

that passage to all prospective members, I wonder if we 

would HAVE any new members? So, we don’t. Instead, 

we  undertake  to  make  church  membership  attractive, 

non-challenging and flexible.

We've talked on past Sundays about the challenges 

the church faces in this regard. Change the music and 

the order of worship to attract a younger congregation 

who haven't lived enough to appreciate a more medita-

tive service, and you lose the more mature members of 

the congregation who find the new service loud and in-
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trusive. Present a scholarly service, and lose those who 

come for an emotional release. There truly is no “right” 

answer,  and the problem just  gets  worse as  a  church 

grows larger.

And  some  churches  have  CERTAINLY  grown 

larger. 

The Hartford Institute for Religious Research sur-

veyed 153 mega-churches in 2000. The average weekly 

worship attendance was 3,857 persons. Roughly 50% of 

the churches had between 2000 and 4000 in attendance, 

with  almost  15%  reporting  6000  or  more  attenders. 

That's a lot of attenders and I think it's interesting that 

the study refers to “attenders” rather than “congregants” 

or “congregation”. If you are one in a crowd of 6,000, 

can you truly be said to be a part of a community or a 

congregation, or are you merely the audience?

That issue of worship versus entertainment has been 
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at the heart of a lot of the dialog about mega-churches. 

If  we  measure  church  success  by  attendance  alone, 

these are very successful churches. Large numbers of 

Christians meet and worship God with outpourings of 

praise. It certainly looks like a successful church. Many 

of them are televised, making their congregations even 

larger.  It's  very  hard  to  argue  with  such  enthusiasm, 

such visible witness for Jesus Christ, such great fund-

ing!

And yet, I'm made uneasy by mega-churches. I saw 

an ad once for something called “Christian Wrestling”. I 

heard someone speak of “Christian Punk Rock”. There 

was a demonstration at the armory several years ago of 

“Christian Weightlifting” by “Christian Body Builders”. 

I  can't  escape  the  thought  that  we're  taking  various 

forms of entertainment and slapping a coat of Jesus on 

them so that we don’t have to hear those awful words of 
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Jesus, “Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me 

cannot be my disciple.” I wonder if the mega-churches 

aren't a reflection of the same thing?

Now, I have to admit I have never attended a service 

at a mega-church, so it's quite possible that I'm being 

entirely unfair to equate them with Jesus-flavored enter-

tainment. Which reminds me that I still haven't told you 

what Dr. Oliver said that I found so intriguing. He said 

that he believed that the future of churches lay not in 

the  mega-churches,  but  in  the  smaller  congregations, 

about the size of Community Presbyterian.

Naturally, I asked why he thought so, and he told 

me that the one thing church members want and need in 

order to hear the Gospel is community, and that this is 

the  one  thing  that  cannot  be  provided  in  the  mega-

churches where every attender is a stranger to almost 

everyone else. Christian Schwarz, a German church so-
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ciologist, has studied over 10,000 congregations around 

the world and concluded that smaller congregations are 

more adept at leading their members to a deeper spiritu-

ality1. Personally, I’m not surprised.

I think we can see what he means by something as 

simple as the prayer list.  If a member of Community 

Presbyterian falls ill, the entire church knows it in no 

time. The entire community prays. We are concerned. If 

someone has a new child or grandchild, the baby's name 

is known to the church almost before mother and child 

come home  from the  hospital.  We  are  community,  a 

community centered around the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Would  the  same  thing  happen  in  a  congregation  of 

6,000? Maybe. As I said, I have never attended one, but 

I can't help feeling that it wouldn't.

And yet,  as  the camera scans the congregation in 

1 Natural Church Development, Church Smart, 1996
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any  of  the  large  televised  churches  we  see  smiling, 

happy, celebratory faces upturned to God, the source of 

their joy. How in the world could we find anything at 

all wrong with that? The worship of God is supposed to 

be celebratory. We are to praise God, and thank Him 

with every word of our lips. This is a good thing, by all 

accounts. Why in the world am I being a Grinch about 

it?

Let's revisit the Gospel lesson for today, from the 

14th Chapter of Luke. Jesus' ministry had stirred up a 

large crowd, and they were traveling with him, excited 

to be near the master, anxious to be seen with him. We 

can imagine it was a happy celebratory crowd that ac-

companied him, and Jesus is not shown as trying to dis-

courage any who wished to follow him. But Jesus' role 

is that of teacher at this point in his ministry, and his 

obligation  is  to  teach  those  who  follow him what  it 
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means to follow him. So Jesus turns to those who fol-

low and begins to fulfill his role as their teacher.

Whoever comes to me and does not hate father 
and mother, wife and children, brothers and sis-
ters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my dis-
ciple. Whoever does not carry the cross and fol-
low me cannot be my disciple.

That's some very cold water to throw on the party, 

the Prince of Peace advocating that his followers should 

hate  their  fathers  and  mothers,  wives  and  children. 

Pretty rough advice from Jesus.

I think I have to point out here that Jesus is not sug-

gesting that we go home and smack our mamas around. 

Jesus is using rhetorical hyperbole to get across to his 

listeners that following Jesus isn't a part-time occupa-

tion. It is not something that is secondary to the other 

things that we do, and it isn't something that we employ 

in order to get done the other things in our lives that we 
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wish to be done. We really can't ask God to move His 

priorities so that we can continue with our golf game. 

God's demands on our time, our loyalty, our resources, 

our very lives have to be foremost. That's a hard thing 

to hear. I wonder if it can be heard in a congregation of 

3,587 attenders?

Can it be heard in Community Presbyterian? Yes. I 

believe it can and I think that's why Dr. Oliver believes 

that the future churches won't be anonymous hives of 

thousands of believers, but communities of less than a 

hundred or so, made up of people who will bring food 

to a family who has lost a loved one, or who will sit 

with an ill  brother or sister and give the care-giver a 

much-needed break,  or  who will,  in  a  hundred  other 

ways, reach out to the members of the community, and 

even those outside the community, to lessen suffering, 

to comfort, to help. Caring for the community is every-
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one's job, but when the community is as large as the 

mega-church community, the responsibility that should 

be everyone's becomes no one's. Surely, someone else 

will do it. It's not necessary for me to do it.

To  understand  why  a  communicating  community 

rather than a group of “attenders” is important, we need 

to turn to the elephant story. Five blind men were trying 

to understand what an elephant is. As they were blind, 

they had to rely on their sense of touch.

One felt the leg of the elephant and said, “An ele-

phant is like unto a great tree trunk!”

A second felt the side of the elephant and disagreed, 

“No! An elephant is like a great wall.”

The third felt of the elephant’s trunk and proclaimed 

an  elephant  to  be  a  species  of  snake.  The  fourth  in-

sisted, after feeling the elephant’s tusk, that an elephant 

was like a great column of marble.
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The final man pulled on the elephant’s tail and said, 

“No!  You are  all  quite  incorrect.  An elephant  is  like 

unto a great rope, leading up to heaven. And when you 

pull upon it, the heavens open up with filth.”

Each man attempted to understand something he did 

not fully comprehend, and could not fully comprehend 

because his sight was impaired. Each man was pleased 

to overlook his own limitations and was convinced that 

his view was correct. This is a pretty accurate descrip-

tion of us and why so many people today confess, with 

a dour, serious expression, that they are spiritual but not 

religious. We are pleased to overlook our own limita-

tions in our ability to discern God’s action in our lives, 

and each of us become convinced that our view is cor-

rect. 

It seems to me that the experiences of the five blind 

men must lead to one of two courses of action: each 
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could  go  his  own,  individual,  way  proclaiming  the 

Gospel  of  the  Elephant  as  they  had found it.  Should 

they choose to do this I cannot think that the cause of 

elephant  taxonomy  would  be  much  advanced.  Their 

other choice would be to gather together in a commu-

nity and discuss their  understandings of what  an ele-

phant might be. In that case, I believe a more accurate 

view of the nature of an elephant would present itself.

In  small,  connected,  communicating  communities 

we can listen to each other and learn from each other, 

putting together a pretty  good picture of an elephant. 

May we always be led to committed communities, to 

communication, to listening with integrity; may we be a 

community  and  not  merely  attenders,  and  may  that 

community lead us to better understand God’s will for 

us.

AMEN 
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2013 J. Stewart Schneider
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